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Keene: Jacksonville, Fifty-three Years Ago

RECOLLECTIONS OF A VETERAN.

BY

OTIS L. KEENE.

A city of less than two thousand population, with quite
broad and regular streets, and unlike those of to-day that
tire lined and ornamented with electric lights, telegraph
and telephone poles, that give them the appearance of an
old cypress swamp, were then lined with the stately and
beautiful water oak and magnolia ; no electric cars, automobiles, bicycles or paving, consequently one could cross
them through the deep, soft sand without being c o n fronted with the dangers that the modern means of travel
now impose on people. I found the little city quite a
busy one in some lines of business, especially in lumber.
BRICK BUILDINGS.

Ledwith block, corner Ocean and Bay streets; Sammis,
corner Bay and Newnan; Broward block, also Bay and
Newnan ; Ambler & Hoeg’s, corner Ocean and Bay ; A.
M. Reed’s also corner Bay and Ocean ; Summers, where
the Kress store now stands; M. Keil adjoining; Parkhurst block, on corner Ocean and Forsyth ; Bloodgood
& Bouse, where the McConihe building now stands (R.
D. Knight & Co.‘s store.)
LEADING MERCHANTS.

Bisbee & Canova, Townsend & Williams, Bloodgood
& Bouse, Burton & Graves, Henry Holmes, Ellis & Ledwith, Hartridge & T i m m o n s , Wilson B r o s . , Mode &
Bros., Parkhurst & Hussey, L. B. Ammerman, Barrett &
Alexander, Columbus Drew, Geo. Flagg, M. K e i l , M.
E h r l i c h , Dr. M c M i l l a n (druggist), J . L. Ripley, and
others.
LAWYERS.

Jno. P. Sanderson, E. Burritt, F. I. Wheaton, Philip
F r a z e r , Hamilton Smith, M c Q u e e n McIntosh, Call &
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Fleming (Geo. W. Call and L. I. Fleming) ; Mr. Call was
the father of our present Judge R. M. Call ; W. P.
Dewees, S. D. Hart, Oscar Hart, B. M. Pearson, Felix
Livingston and J. W. Pierce.
DOCTORS.

J. M. M u r d o c k , H. Holland, A. S. Baldwin, J. D.
Mitchell, M. Slade and others. W. M. Bostwick, dentist.
CHURCHES.

St. John’s Episcopal, W. B o u r s , rector. He died in
October, 1857, of yellow fever. Ocean Street Presbyterian, A. W. Powell, pastor, dedicated November, 1855;
Methodist, R. R. Rushing, pastor; Catholic, Father
Hamilton. The Baptist Church was then out at the old
brick yard, so-called. All the churches were of wood,
and not at all spacious, except the Baptist, which was
built of brick.

..

COURT HOUSE, ETC.

The court house was a two-story wood building, and
located where the present armory now stands. The jail
was a small brick building in the court house yard. No
city hall, but rooms were used in the Sammis building.
CITY OFFICIALS.

The city officials consisted of mayor, marshal, tax collector and five councilmen. Judge Philip F r a z e r was
mayor; A. Hogarth, marshal; M. Vaught, collector. The
custodians of the city for the night then consisted of
two patrolmen that were selected by the marshal each
day from the male citizens, to serve from 8 p. m. until
6 a. m., though by paying $2.00 one could be excused
for that once only. The duty was to arrest every colored
person caught out after 9 p. m. without a pass from
their owner or employer, and the where they were
lodged was called “the jug,” a very small building at the
foot of Market street. In the morning they were brought
before the mayor, fined and released.
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THE

CUSTOM

HOUSE.

The custom house, Jas. G. Dell, collector, consisted of
rooms in the Sammis building. I. C. Garnie was deputy
collector.
BANKS.

The only bank was an agency of the Bank of Charleston, A. M. Reed, agent.
THE

POSTOFFICE.

Wm. Grothe, P. M., was in a little 10x12 wood building, corner Newnan and Forsyth streets, where the postmaster also had a little jewelery business.
We had but two mails each week, one by boat from
Charleston, and one from Savannah, also by boat, consequently we could not get dun letters often from the
North, and that, with a stage line twice a week to Tallahassee, was the only way to arrive or depart from here
North, unless one chose to walk.
HOTELS.

The hotels were the J u d s o n House, located on the
ground now occupied by the Everett and Aragon hotels.
It was erected in 1853 by A. J. Day, owner, of Damariscotta, Maine ; opened for business November, 1854. It
was 136 feet front on Bay street and 136 on Julia, four
stories high. It contained 110 sleeping rooms, two fine
parlors, reading room, spacious office, and dining room
80x40 feet, and all the necessary appointments for an upto-date hotel at that time. It had two piazzas, lower and
upper, on both fronts, making over 500 feet of piazza
front. The ground below Bay street, on the river front,
also belonged to the hotel, and was used as a garden to
grow vegetables, etc.
I took charge of the above hotel in October, 1855, and
kept it until it burned, on March 11, 1862. The B u f fington House was on the corner of Newnan and Adams
streets, and was kept by Samuel Buffington. It was
burned in 1859. The Taylor House was on the corner
of Bay and Market streets. Mrs. Taylor was proprietor.
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The C r e s p o House, corner Ocean and Adams, kept by
Mrs. C r e s p o . The Coy House, kept by Mrs. Coy, was
on the corner of Ocean and Monroe streets.
INSURANCE

AND SAWMILLS.

T. O. Holmes, J. H. M c R o r y , G. C. Gibbs and A.
M. Reed were the insurance agents.
Steam sawmills in and near the city were the Taylor
mill, Finnegan & Co., Scott & Boulter, Foster & Stephens,
Reed, Holmes & Wilson, S. Fairbanks and P. Moody.
John Clark had a small grist mill foot of Water street.
Morney & Gookin had an iron foundry where the Merrill
& Stevens works are now located. P. Moody’s mill was
at the foot of Julia street until burned in 1859
SHIPPING.

I have seen six schooners here at one time taking on
lumber, but they were small as compared with those that
come here now, and a cargo of 100,000 feet was considered large. They could not pass out over the St. Johns
bar drawing more than 10 l-2 feet of water, as the water
was very shoal there at that time. I have come in over
the bar in a steamer drawing only six feet, that touched
the bottom and came near remaining there. Lumber was
the principal article of export from here. Some cotton
was sent by steamer to Savannah and Charleston. The
steamers that came and departed from here were the
steamer Carolina, from Charleston, here and P a l a t k a ,
Captain L. M. Coxetter, who was captain of the Privateer
Jeff Davis in 1861, that was lost on the beach below St.
Augustine ; steamers Seminole, Captain Nick King, and
St. Johns, Captain J. Freeborn, from Savannah, here and
Palatka. They used to run also up Black creek to Middleburg for cotton, as the planters in that section of the
country had no other way of getting it to market. Middleburg was quite a business place at that time, and had
quite a fine hotel. Many tourists used to go there. Col.
T. B. Thompson did a fine business there, and owned
The steamer Darlington, Capt. J. B r o c k ,
the hotel.
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owner, made weekly trips from here to Enterprise, where
he owned the Brock House, quite a hotel. The Darlington also used to run up to Middleburg. After the Fernandina and Cedar Keys Railroad was built in 1855-56-57,
that took all that trade from Middleburg, and the boats
ceased to run there.
HOUSES,

ETC.

There were but few fine residences here. Not much
attention was given to flower gardens or grass lawns.
Most of the dwellers cut all the grass up to the sand,
so that snakes could not get in the yards. The only
patch of grass I saw was in front of General Thos. Ledwith’s house, corner of Ocean and Adams streets. It
was Bermuda, the first I ever saw of that kind, and it
certainly did look refreshing in its sandy surroundings.
There were very few orange trees in or around the
homes; a few scattered in some of the yards. In fact,
they did not give any attention or care to raise them.
They got so thoroughly frozen out in 1835 all were disgusted.
On East Bay street, between Liberty and Washington
streets, was quite a grove of oak and magnolia trees, the
street passing on either side. On July 4, 1856, a celebration was held there in the grove. Col. J. C. Hemming
was the orator of the day. It was very enjoyable and
patriotic.
On West Bay street, between Cedar and
Bridge streets, was quite a little forest of oak and magnolia trees, the street passing on the north side of the
grove. Where Barnett’s Bank, the Uedeman building,
the Florida National Bank and the Elks Club now stand
was a grove of fine old oaks and magnolias ; also on the
northwest corner of Laura and Adams streets, where the
Windsor Hotel stands, and Hemming Park, between
Clay and Forsyth, Church and Jefferson streets, was a
dense swamp. In some places the water was several feet
deep.
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RIVERSIDE.

Riverside, from where the electric car offices are to
Lomax street, was the plantation of Mr. Winter, whose
house stood under those large oak trees at the foot of
Dora street, and from about there to West Riverside was
the plantation of Elias Jaudon. On both plantations cons i d e r a b l e cotton and corn was produced. One newspaper, the Florida News, was published weekly by J.
F. Rogers. The office was in a rough board building
on the square bounded by D u v a l , Market, Monroe and
Newnan streets. I think the only building on that square,
the Odd Fellows Hall, was a two-story wood structure,
where the brick one is now located. The Masonic Hall
was in the Sammis building, third floor, where Solomon
Lodge No. 20, and Jacksonville Chapter No. 12 met.
The method then used to notify when meetings were to
be held was a tin horn that the tyler would sound out of
the window, so you can judge that the city was not extensive in size, as all could hear the horn.
BOATS AND DRIVES.

A city boat was the W. G a s t o n , Captain C h a s .
W i l l e y . The captain was noted for blowing the steam
whistle on his boat to the great annoyance of many who
wished to sleep some after midnight. He towed many
rafts of logs from both up and down the river and
usually rounded Commodore Point and Grass Point soon
after midnight, and he would then begin to sound the
whistle and keep it up until he had reached his landing.
The only good drive was the Alligator Plank Road,
that commenced at Bay and Newnan streets, which extended up Newnan to Duval, Laura to Church, and on
towards Alligator (now Lake City), and had reached
out about eight miles when the railroad was projected.
That caused the work to cease. It was quite a pleasant
drive as far as it went.
In regard to the first railroad out of this city, will say
that I have seen two articles in the Times-Union regard-
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i n g it, in which mistakes were made in date and name
and terminus. The first railroad from this city was the
Florida, Atlantic and Gulf Central, from here to Alligator. Ground was broken for the said road early in
March, 1857. The late Dr. A. S. Baldwin was president
for about two years, when the late J. P. Sanderson was
F. F. L ’E n g l e , now dead, was first locating
elected.
engineer. Later J a s . L. Gregg was the chief engineer,
and continued until killed, March 19, 1859, in the Judson
House.
The road reached Lake City (name changed from Alligator, January 15, 1859) March 13, 1860. On the 15th
an excursion was given the people of this city by the railroad to Lake City. The train was pulled by a locomotive
named “Jacksonville.” A big crowd went, and the Lake
City people gave a barbecue and a grand good time to
all. Speeches were made by General M. Whit Smith and
J. S. Wood, mayor of that city, and Dr. Holmes Steel,
J. P. Sanderson and Dr. A. S. Baldwin (all dead), of
Jacksonville. On March 21st the railroad gave the Lake
City people an excursion to Jacksonville. Dr. Holmes
Steel welcomed them in a fine speech. A big crowd came.
Miss Ives, of Lake City, and Miss Holland, of this city,
with pitchers, mingled the waters of the St. Johns river
with that of Lake De S o t o , Lake City. The ceremony
took place in the Judson House.
(From the (Jacksonville) M e t r o p o l i s , December 12,
1908.)
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